electronic journal articles and reports, and Internet search engines allow CI practitioners analyze company strengths and weaknesses for their customers. More company and marketplace information than ever is available on the Internet and a lot of it is free.
Companies should view the Web not only as a business tool but also as a source of competitive intelligence. In a highly competitive marketplace can any organization afford to ignore information about the other players and customers in that same marketplace? (Sharp, 2000) .
WHAT IS COMPETITIVE INTELLIGENCE (CI)
CI involves a process of collecting, organizing, and transforming competitive information into knowledge and intelligence that can be used for strategic management. (Groom, 2001 ) Information comes from a variety of sources because the well being of a company is affected by many different external factors. A successful competitive intelligence program not only canvasses, "...information about the competitors, but also information on other environmental trends such as industry trends, legal and regulatory trends, international trends, technology developments, political developments, and economic conditions." (Malhoutra, 1996) The significance of the CI filtering process is that it produces actionable information.
Michael Sandman of Fuld & Co., explains the role of CI, "Competitive intelligence is information that has been refined enough so that it can be used in making a business decision --and that, once delivered to the user, the user can do something with it." (Terry, 2001 ). Cl's value is that it is information that has been analyzed by a specialist so that more informed decisions are made. CI can (1) avoid surprises; (2) identify threats and opportunities; (3) gain competitive advantage by decreasing reaction time; (4) improve planning; and (5)improve understanding of one's own company. (Sutton, 1988) An investment in CI gives companies a competitive edge over others. It is difficult to stay on top of all the changes in an industry and CI can make the difference in keeping pace with the competition. Anne Selgas, director of corporate intelligence for Eastman Kodak, says, "companies that don't use competitive intelligence are running blind." (Nerney, 1998) CI takes the guesswork out of making decisions. CI gives corporate decisionmakers the insight and knowledge to make intelligent decisions.
Good decisions translate into financial gains. The former CEO of NutraSweet, Robert Flynn, puts a dollar amount on the savings from utilizing CI. He says that CI was "worth up to $50 million per year" to his company." (Nerney, 1998) CI not only helps in making better decisions, it can increase the revenue of companies.
According to Jan Norman, eighty-five percent of the Fortune 500 companies have CI divisions. Some call it strategic planning, while others prefer the terms "research" or "market analysis" (Norman, 1999) . Despite this high percentage of CI programs, their effectiveness is questionable.
Jan Herring, who established CI divisions at Motorola in the eighties, estimates that only 5 to 10 percent of corporations are making effective use of CI. He says that top management must support and use CI. Smaller corporations do a better job of CI because CI professionals have more access to the decision makers. (Norman, 1999) Companies implement CI programs in various ways. Some have informal CI processes in which one person in the organization is designated the CI professional on top of his or her other duties. Information is collected on an ad hoc basis, depending upon projects and requests. While helpful, informal CI is not as effective as more formal approaches. It is an activity that should be done routinely because significant events (mergers, take-overs, etc.) may be missed. The real benefit of CI comes from more systematic approaches in which CI is considered a core competency of a company.
Trained CI professionals, funding, and management support are crucial to the success of a CI operation. Those companies that make an investment in a formal CI programs and align CI programs with its strategic planning derive the greatest benefit from CI. (Dashman, 1998) Informal or formal, CI is not a new concept or practice. It has been around as long as there have been business rivalries. The difference in the way CI is done now, compared to times past, is the way the Internet and web-based technologies are used. The advent of the Internet has upped the ante in the competitive playing field. Now small companies can compete with larger companies by using the Internet to find CI.
THE INTERNET AND COMPETITIVE INTELLIGENCE (CI)
The Internet has transformed the way companies do business. Web technologies allow companies to differentiate the kinds of information and services available to their employees and those designed for their customers. Intranets provide the means for employee to exchange and access sensitive information without jeopardizing company security. Within these intranets, employees use the same set of web-enabled tools like email and collaborative project software to improve communication flow and productivity. The kinds of resources used for CI and the way the information is analyzed can be greatly enhanced using the Internet and Internetbased tools.
The Internet in and of itself is a great reservoir of information. Many of the resources that CI professionals use to collect information are available on the Internet. It takes skill and expertise to wade through the vast amounts of information to make sense of it. Some tools take some of the burden of filtering the vast amount of information into useful data.
CI INTERNET SOURCES
The following are examples of free and feebased Internet resources. These examples are provided for information purposes only, not as an endorsement of products and services. They are used in this article to illustrate the variety of Internet-based resources that can be used for CI.
Free information
There is an incredible and overwhelming amount of free information the web. How one formulates searches using an Internet search engines is important. Simple searches using only the company name may retrieve too many records. Being specific helps refine searches to be more exact. It is useful to do an advanced search by combining a company name with terms like "contract," "customer," "project," "alliance," "ally," "partner," "joint venture," or "distributor." (Kassler, 1999) 
Fee Products and Services
Free information may be wonderful resource, however, it is time-consuming and costly to filter out the good from the bad information.
Fee based services can reduce search time and provide hard-to-find information.
Other advantage of using fee services is that they provide information that can be authenticated.
The problem with a general search on the web is the integrity of the information.
There are many sites with misleading and false information. Fee bases services usually provide data that has come from reliable and verifiable sources. Part of the cost of the subscription service is that subscribers are paying for quality information not just the quantity of information. 
